Chapter XXV
THE PERSONALITY OF THE ADULT CRIMINAL

IF WE wish to understand the personal characteristics of those whom society
labels as criminals, we need to take into account both the cultural and the
psychological factors, As indicated in the previous chapter, crime is a
form of deviant behavior which runs counter to the accepted conduct norms
of a given society. In the words of Sellin (1938, pp. 32-33), a conduct norm
is fundamentally "a rule which prohibits, and conversely enjoins, a spe-
cific type of person, as defined by his status in (or with reference to) the
normative group, from acting in a certain specified way in certain cir-
cumstances." As he says further (1938, p. 34), "A conduct norm then,
becomes a rule which governs a specific type of life situation and is
authoritative to the extent of the group's resistance to violation" of this
norm. The resistance of the norm-setters toward the violation of the code
Sellin calls "resistance potential," and this varies, obviously, with the
definition of the seriousness of the infraction. Narrowly delimited, it has
to do with- acts which are forbidden by statute or other legal instrument.
In these matters the political state operates to enforce the criminal law
by means of punishment* But obviously the law touches only some, but
not all, of the conduct norms. Infractions of the mores and of the de-
mands of public sentiment also represent deyiant behavior for which
disapproval is expressed in some form or other. What is criminal there-
fore depends upon how a society defines acts as antilegal and antimoral,
and how it punishes those who commit such acts. Some offenses lead
to very slight punishment, others to severe. Thus in our society such
offenses as murder and predatory attacks on property are considered
most serious. Infractions of the sex code also involve high group resistance.
On the other hand, gambling on the stock market, corruption in political
office, and violations of the laws1 regarding child labor, pure food, and
many public health measures are not considered highly serious. The
violation of many municipal ordinances respecting speeding, parking, and
other traffic matters is not thought serious at all So, too, there are many
"dead letters" in our criminal code, such as the "Sunday Blue Laws,"
which people ignore completely.
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